SURAH 56 


Al-Waqi ‘ah 


(The Inevitable Event) 


Prologue 


Al-Wagi ‘ah, The Inevitable Event, is the name given to this Makkan 
stirah explaining its subject matter. The main issue discussed is 
resurrection. The siirah specifically refutes the argument of those who 
doubt it, denying the Qur’n and associating partners with God. They 
always wonder: “What! When we have died and become mere dust and 
bones, are we to be raised up again? And our forefathers, too?” (Verses 
47-48) Therefore, the surah begins by describing resurrection, giving it 
a name, al-waqi ‘ah, that makes its happening absolutely clear, leaving 
no room for doubt: “When that which is certain to happen will have 
come to pass no one will then deny its having come to pass.” (Verses 1-2) It 
highlights the events that distinguish that day from all others: people’s 
positions are totally changed, as is the earth’s appearance. These fearful 
events produce a different earth and entirely new values: “abasing [some], 
exalting [others]. When the earth is violently shaken and the mountains 
crumble away and scatter abroad into fine dust, you shall be divided into 
three classes.” (Verses 3-7) 

The siirah then describes the fates of these three classes, the ones to the 
fore, those to the right and those to the left. It gives us a very detailed 
description of what they receive of favours and blessings, or misery and 
suffering. This makes us feel that it will all undoubtedly happen, and 
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especially as every detail is set before our eyes. The unbelievers are made 
to see their fate and that of the believers and hear what is said about 
them after detailing their misery: “Jn times gone by, they overindulged in 
luxury and persisted in heinous sin, saying, ‘What! When we have died 
and become mere dust and bones, are we to be raised up again? And our 
forefathers, too?” (Verses 45-48) The description gives the impression 
that the punishment is being meted out now and that life on earth is 
long gone, mentioned only to show how hideous and repugnant some 
people's way of life was. 

Thus ends the first part of the sirah. The second part discusses the 
question of faith in its entirety, placing particular emphasis on the main 
topic, i.e. resurrection. The stirah then makes a number of highly effective 
touches, pinpointing matters that all people know and see, whatever 
their environment and level of experience. It cites the beginning of each 
person’s life journey with the discharge of semen, and shows their death 
only to be replaced by a new generation. This is cited as evidence of 
the second life, which is just as easy and simple as the first one, which 
they all know. The sirah then cites the evidence provided by plants 
and agriculture, which is an initiation of a certain form of life by God’s 
will. Had He willed, it would not have come about and would not have 
yielded its fruit. Next, water is cited; this commodity is necessary for all 
life. Its availability is totally dependent on God’s will since it is He who 
sends it down from the clouds. Had He willed, He would have made 
it salty, unsuitable for bringing about or sustaining life. Finally, fire is 
cited together with its basic material, the trees. At this point, a warning 
is given reminding them of the fire of hell which they doubt. All these 
images are familiar to them, and they are only asked to reflect on how 
they come about by God's will. 

This part also speaks about the Qur’an, which tells them about the 
inevitable event yet still they doubt its warnings. A very serious oath 
follows, emphasizing that these revelations constitute a noble reading 
preserved in a well-guarded record, touched only by purified angels. 

As the stirah draws to a close, it paints a very powerful scene of man’s 
situation at the point of death, when his soul is in his throat. All those 
around him stand helpless, unable to assist. They know nothing about 
what is happening inside or to this person. As he is about to depart this 


306 


AL-WAQI‘AH (The Inevitable Event) 56 


life, none other than God can do aught to him. He sees his path ahead, 
but he cannot say anything about what he sees. 

The siirah concludes by re-emphasizing the true news, adding further 
glorification of God, the Supreme: “This is surely the indubitable truth. 
Extol, then, the glory of the name of your Lord, the Supreme.” (Verses 
95-96) It thus ensures that the beginning and the end form a perfect 
harmony. 
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And there are those to the fore, 
who shall be foremost. (10) 


These will be brought nearest to 
God, (11) 


in gardens of bliss. (12) 


A good many of them are from 
earlier times (13) 


and a few from later generations. 


(14) 


On gold-encrusted couches (15) 


they will recline facing each other. 


(16) 


Immortal youths shall wait upon 
them (17) 


with goblets, ewers, and cups 
filled with water from unsullied 
springs. (18) 


From it they will not be dispersed, 
nor will they be in short supply. 
(19) 


And with fruit of any kind they 
may choose, (20) 


and with the meat of any fowl 
they may desire. (21) 
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and persisted in heinous sin, 
(46) 


saying, ‘What! When we have 
died and become mere dust and 
bones, are we to be raised up 
again? (47) 


And our forefathers, too? (48) 
Say: ‘All people of the earliest and 
latest generations (49) 

will indeed be gathered together 
at an appointed time on a specific 


day. (50) 


Then, you who have gone astray 
and denied the truth (51) 


will eat from the fruit of the 
Zaqqiim tree, (52) 


filling your bellies with it, (53) 


and will drink scalding water; 
(54) 


yet you will drink it like insatiably 
thirsty camels drink.’ (55) 


Such will be their dwelling place 
on the Day of Judgement. (56) 


313 


Ollie dias 26 


4414 


WAH cz eye es 


Opes cd doH ke eee 
OSI EVA 


YS, eT AGY Thi 


OYpsteiny cin ce 


FOINAIAT Ks 
[OMENS] 


Ss AaiysgG 


eMinskig 


MSI S 


Ousljeies 


In the Shade of the Qur'an. 


It is We who have created you: 
will you not believe? (57) 


Consider the semen you discharge: 
(58) 


do you create it, or are We the 
Creator? (59) 


We have decreed that death shall 
be among you. Nothing can 
prevent Us (60) 


from replacing you by others like 
yourselves or bringing you into 
being anew in a way unknown 
to you. (61) 


You have learned how you have 
come into being in the first 
instance. Why, then, do you not 
reflect? (62) 


Consider the seeds you sow in the 
ground: (63) 


is it you who makes them grow, 
or We? (64) 


Were it Our will, We could turn 
it into chaff and leave you to 
wail, (65) 


“We are burdened with debt; 
(66) 
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we have been deprived.’ (67) 


Consider the water you drink: 
(68) 


is it you who brings it down from 
the clouds, or We? (69) 


Were it Our will, We could make 
it salty and bitter. Why, then, do 
you not give thanks? (70) 


Consider the fire you kindle: 
(71) 


is it you who grows its tree, or 
We? (72) 


We made it a reminder for man, 
and a comfort for desert travellers. 


(73) 


Extol, then, the glory of the name 
of your Lord, the Supreme. (74) 


I do swear by the positions of the 
stars (75) 


—a mighty oath, if you but knew 
— (76) 
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that this is indeed a most 
honourable Qur'an, (77) 


in a well-guarded record (78) 


that only the purified can touch: 
(79) 


a revelation from the Lord of all 
the worlds. (80) 


Would you look on this discourse 


with disdain? (81) 


Do you make it your livelihood 
that you persistently deny it? 
(82) 


When the soul [ofa dying person] 
comes up to the throat (83) 


while you are helplessly looking 
on (84) 


We are closer to him than you, 
although you do not see Us. 
(85) 


Why, if you think you are not to 
be judged, (86) 


can you not restore that [ebbing | 


life], if what you claim is true? 


(87) 
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If that dying person is one of 
those who are drawn close to 


God, (88) 


he will have repose, fulfilment 


and a garden of bliss. (89) 


If he is one of those on the right, 
(90) 


a greeting of peace will welcome 
you by the ones on the right. 
(91) 


But if he happens to be one of 
those who denied the truth and 
went astray, (92) 


he will be welcomed with scalding 
water, (93) 


and the heat of a blazing fire. 


(94) 


This is surely the indubitable 
truth. (95) 


Extol, then, the glory of the name 
of your Lord, the Supreme. (96) 
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When that which is certain to happen will have come to pass no one 
will then deny its having come to pass, abasing [some], exalting [others]. 
When the earth is violently shaken and the mountains crumble away 
and scatter abroad into fine dust, (Verses 1-6) 
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This opening is clearly intended to add suspense to its presentation of 
this awesome but inevitable event. It employs a special style that clearly 
indicates this. Twice, it begins a conditional sentence, employing the 
word ‘when’, without finishing what the result or the outcome will be. It 
first says: “When that which is certain to happen will have come to pass no 
one will then deny its having come to pass, abasing [some], exalting [others].” 
(Verses 1-3) But it does not say what will take place when this inevitable 
event comes to pass. It simply says there can be no denying that it will 
happen. Without saying what comes next, the stirah commences a new 
beginning with another conditional sentence: “When the earth is violently 
shaken and the mountains crumble away and scatter abroad into fine dust.” 
(Verses 4—6) Again, the siirah does not tell us what happens after this 
exceedingly alarming event. Thus we are left with the impression that 
all this is merely an introduction to results that are so frightful that no 
words can adequately describe them. 

This special style particularly suits the extremely frightening image the 
sitrah opens with. The stirah denotes the event of resurrection by the term 
al-waqi ‘ah, which primarily refers to something that falls hard. The very 
sound of the word gives the impression of a heavy object dropping from 
a high position and then settling where it cannot be moved or removed: 
“No one will then deny its having come to pass.” (Verse 2) As this heavy 
object falls, we expect it to produce some turmoil or shaking up. This 
expectation is fulfilled as the event is described as “abasing [some] exalting 
[others].” (Verse 3) It will certainly put down people who were looked up 
to during their lives on earth, and it will elevate others who were thought 
of as commanding little respect. Standards and values will be set straight 
in God’s scale, after they have been out of balance in this world. 

The frightening event then begins to take shape in the very structure 
of the earth, which people always think to be firm and stable. The event 
shows it being violently shaken, a reality that fits well with the sound of 
the fall. Firm and solid mountains are transformed into heaps of dust 
that the wind blows away: “When the earth is violently shaken and the 
mountains crumble away and scatter abroad into fine dust.” How ignorant 
and feeble-minded those people are who face this fearful prospect in full 
denial of the Day of Judgement, refusing to believe in God’s oneness 
when it produces such an effect on the earth and its mountains. 
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Three Groups 


As this strongly shaking scene concludes, we are then introduced to the 
effects of this inevitable event as some people are elevated while others 
are abased. This takes place when everyone faces their different fate: 


You shall be divided into three classes: There are the people of the 
right side: what people are they? And the people of the left side: what 
people are they? And there are those to the fore, who shall be foremost. 
(Verses 7-10) 


Here, people are divided into three groups, unlike in most other 
Quranic statements where they are shown to be in two groups. The 
sitrah first mentions the people of the right side, but does not give us any 
details about them, Instead, a question is asked about them, enhancing 
the feeling of expectation: “There are the people of the right side: what 
people are they?” (Verse 8) The same method is used for the opposite 
gtoup: “And the people of the left side: what people are they?” (Verse 9) 
The third group is then mentioned, and these are the ones to the fore. 
They are described by the same quality of being ahead of all: “there are 
those to the fore, who shall be foremost.” (Verse 10) It is as if the sarah 
says these are the ones, and this is enough. No further description is 
necessary, it would add nothing. 

The sirah then mentions their position with their Lord and describes 
in detail what blessings He has prepared for them. This is all described 
in a way that the addressees can understand, in light of their own 
knowledge and experience: 


These will be brought nearest to God, in gardens of bliss. A good many 
of them are from earlier times and a few from later generations. On 
gold-encrusted couches they will recline facing each other. Immortal 
youths shall wait upon them with goblets, ewers, and cups filled with 
water from unsullied springs. From it they will not be dispersed, nor 
will they be in short supply. And with fruit of any kind they may choose, 
and with the meat of any fowl they may desire. There will be for them 
companions with large beautiful eyes like hidden pearls: a reward for 
what they used to do. There they will hear no idle talk, no sinful speech, 
only the saying, ‘Peace! Peace’. (Verses 11-26) 
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The sirah begins this detailed account by mentioning the greatest 
aspect of their elevated position, the bliss of being close to their Lord: 
“These will be brought nearest to God, in gardens of bliss.” (Verses 11-12) 
The gardens of bliss, with all that they contain, is nothing compared to 
that topmost favour of being nearest to God. 

The sirah takes a short pause here to say who achieves this grade. 
Thus, we are told: “A good many of them are from earlier times and a 
few from later generations.” (Verses 13-14) They are, then, the chosen 
ones, constituting a limited number. Most of them belong to earlier 
generations, but a minority come from later ones. Views differ as to 
which are the earlier generations and which are the later ones. The first 
view suggests that the earlier generations refer to those who attained to 
a high degree of faith from among the communities that lived prior to 
the advent of Islam, while the few from the later generations refers to 
the ones who were the first to accept Islam and strive hard for its cause. 
The second view says that both the majority and the minority belong 
to the followers of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), with 
the ones of ‘earlier times’ belonging to its first generations, and the 
others to later ones. 

This second view is the one preferred by Ibn Kathir, who cites in 
support quotations from al-Hasan and Ibn Sirin. Al-Hasan is reported 
to have said after reading these two verses: “Those to the fore are gone, 
but we pray to God to include us among the people of the right side.” 
Then he explained the meaning of “A good many of them are from earlier 
times,” saying that these are “from the earlier generations of the Muslim 
community.” Muhammad ibn Sirin is reported to have said after reading 
these two verses: “Scholars used to say, or to hope, that they all belong 
to the Muslim community.” 

Now the sarah begins to enumerate the types of luxuries they will 
enjoy in heaven. These are of course of the types they can imagine and 
visualize. Beyond these there are other luxuries and aspects of happiness 
and bliss, which they will recognize when they are ready to appreciate 
them in their future lives. These are things ‘no eye has ever seen, no ear 
has ever heard of and no mind has ever imagined.’ 

“On gold-encrusted couches they will recline facing each other.” (Verses 
15-16) They are comfortable, free of all worries and preoccupations, 
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reassured as to the continuity of their happiness, knowing that it will 
never end. Hence, they come together, in an atmosphere of mutual 
love. “Immortal youths shall wait upon them.” (Verse 17) These youths 
are unaffected by the passage of time; they retain their youthful looks. 
They go round carrying “goblets, ewers, and cups filled with water from 
unsullied springs.” (Verse 18) Their drink is made of pure wine that 
causes no intoxication. “From it they will not be dispersed, nor will they 
be in short supply.” (Verse 19) They are not turned away from it, nor will 
it ever be used up. Everything here is always plentiful; nothing is ever 
out of stock. “And with fruit of any kind they may choose, and with the 
meat of any fowl they may desire.” (Verses 20-21) Nothing is unavailable, 
while everything is given in the way those happy ones may desire. “ There 
will be for them companions with large beautiful eyes like hidden pearls.” 
(Verses 22-23) Hidden pearls are those that are carefully treasured. No 
hand has ever put a needle through them, and no eye has ever cast a 
piercing look at them. A host of gentle connotations, both mental and 
physical, are implied in this description of these companions with their 
large beautiful eyes. All this is “a reward for what they used to do.” (Verse 
24) It is a reward for what is done during that stage of life where action 
is required. In that life, nothing people do attains perfection, but here 
in this life, in heaven, the reward is absolutely perfect. 

Moreover, they are greeted gently in a way that disdains all idle talk: 
“There they will hear no idle talk, no sinful speech, only the saying, ‘Peace! 
Peace.” (Verses 25-26) Their lives are peaceful; peace that spreads all 
around them. They are saluted by the angels with a greeting of peace, 
and they exchange the same greeting with one another, and an even 
better greeting of peace is extended to them from the Lord of Grace. It 
is all then a life of peace. 


The Other Groups 


The siirah follows this account of the superior group with a similarly 
detailed one of the second group, to which a quick reference was made 
in the opening of the siirah. The details of their situation in the life to 
come are now provided at the right point, beginning with a repetition 
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of the same question posed at the outset that gives a sense of seriousness 
and awe: “As for those on the right, what people are they?” (Verse 27) , 

This group are also enjoying a luxurious and happy life, but its 
description gives a sense of nomadic roughness. It answers all the needs 
of a nomadic people as they can best imagine a life of comfort and 
bliss. Thus, “They will dwell amid thornless lote trees.” (Verse 28). The 
lote tree is known for its thorns, but here it is thornless. “And flower- 
clad acacias.” (Verse 29) The acacia is a thorny type of leguminous tree 
well known in the Hijaz region of Arabia. However, the acacia trees in 
heaven are without thorns, have abundant fruit and are so situated as 
to enable real comfort. “With extended shade, constantly flowing water.” 
(Verses 30-31) These are all types of comfort dreamt of by the bedouin. 
“Abundant fruits, unfailing, never out of reach.” (Verses 32-33) These are 
left undetailed here, after having already outlined those types well-known 
by name to the bedouins. “/Reclining on] couches raised high.” (Verse 34) 
These couches are not described as gold-encrusted, nor as having fine 
embroidery. They are merely ‘raised high’. Raising high contains a double 
meaning, physical and mental, both of which complement each other. 
As they are raised high, both meanings converge. In position, they are 
far removed from all types of impurity, kept clean. Mental elevation, 
on the other hand, is also far removed from all that stains. Therefore, 
the next aspect of their blessing describes the companions they have 
in heaven: “We will have brought forth [their mates] in perfect creation.” 
(Verse 35) These mates are either new ones, referring to the mates God 
assigns them from among the creatures that originally dwell in heaven, 
or they are their wives in this world, after they have been resurrected as 
virgins in the prime of youth, “making them virgins.” (Verse 36) They are 
“full of love, of matching age.” (Verse 37) And they are specially assigned 
and devoted “for those on the right.” (Verse 38) 

These people on the right consist of “A good many of them are from 
earlier times and a good many from later generations.” (Verses 39-40) This 
means that they are greater in number than the first group of people to 
the fore, taking into account the two views we explained in reference 
to earlier and later generations. 

The siirah now speaks about the third group, the people on the left, 
to whom a general reference was made earlier on: 
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And those on the left, what people are they? They will dwell amid 
scorching wind and scalding water in the shadows of black smoke, 

neither cool nor refreshing. In times gone by, they overindulged in 

luxury and persisted in heinous sin, saying, What! When we have 
died and become mere dust and bones, are we to be raised up again? 
And our forefathers, too? Say: ‘All people of the earliest and latest 
generations will indeed be gathered together at an appointed time on 

a specific day. Then, you who have gone astray and denied the truth 
will eat from the fruit of the Zagqim tree, filling your bellies with 
it, and will drink scalding water; yet you will drink it like insatiably 
thirsty camels drink.’ Such will be their dwelling place on the Day of 
Judgement. (Verses 41-56) 


While the people on the right enjoy extended shade and constantly 
flowing water, these on the left “dwell amid scorching wind and scalding 
water in the shadows of black smoke, neither cool nor refreshing.” (Verses 
42-44) The whole atmosphere is of a scorching heat that penetrates and 
burns the skin. The water they have to drink is also scalding, giving no 
refreshment. They also have shade, but it is no more than the shadows 
of black smoke. It is a shade painted in irony, for such shade is devoid 
of coolness, inviting no rest, and giving no sensation other than that 
produced by suffocating heat. Such hardship is a fitting requital, for 
“in times gone by, they overindulged in luxury.” (Verse 45) The absence 
of comfort for those who are used to indulging and excessing in luxury 
is hard indeed. They also “persisted in heinous sin”, associating partners 
with God. The Arabic word used here for sin is hinth, which means 
‘breach, violation’. It implies, thus, a reference to the pledge given by 
human nature to maintain faith in God’s oneness and not to associate 
partners with Him. They are certainly in breach of that pledge. They 
used to say: “What! When we have died and become mere dust and bones, 
are we to be raised up again? And our forefathers, too?” (Verses 47-48) The 
siirah clearly uses the past tense in these last two points, saying that they 
persisted in sin and denied the resurrection, thus treating this present 
life of the addressees as though it has already ended. In other words, this 
scene of suffering is made to appear as though it is presently occurring. 
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After all, this whole life is no more than a twinkling of the eye, whilst 
the life to come is ultimate and permanent. 

The siirah seizes this appropriate moment to answer their question, 
which they unfold in an exaggerated sense of incredulity: “Say: All people 
of the earliest and latest generations will indeed be gathered together at an 
appointed time on a specific day.” (Verses 49-50) The specific day is the 
one that has just been painted. It has been shown as though they are 
enduring it right now. 

The stirah resumes the description of the suffering that awaits those 
who deny the truth of God’s oneness: “Then, you who have gone astray 
and denied the truth will eat from the fruit of the Zaqgiim tree.” (Verses 
51-52) No one knows anything about the Zaqqim tree other than the 
description God gives us in another siirah, stating that “its fruit is like 
devils’ heads.” (37: 65) Again no one has ever seen devils’ heads, but 
the very phrase gives us a clear sense. Besides, the very name, Zaqqiim, 
implies a hard, rough surface with thorns that pierce hands and throats. 
This is in contrast to the thornless lote trees and flower-clad acacias 
that the people on the right enjoy. Although the fruit of the Zaqqim 
tree looks like devils’ heads, these people will eat it “filling your bellies 
with it.” (Verse 53) Hunger is overpowering. Hard and thorny food will 
inevitably require a drink to ease its swallowing and refresh the stomach. 
They, however, “will drink scalding water.” (Verse 54) Such a drink can 
never refresh or satisfy a thirsty person. Yet these people “will drink it 
like insatiably thirsty camels drink.” (Verse 55) These camels have a well 
known illness making them always thirsty. “Such will be their dwelling 
place on the Day of Judgement.” (Verse 56) A dwelling place is one that is 
supposed to give comfort and a sense of permanent settlement, but this 
dwelling for those on the left gives neither. This is how they are welcomed 
and this is the place assigned to them on the Day of Judgement, which 
they held in doubt, always rejecting what the Qur’an told them about 
it. They also associated partners with God, disbelieving His warnings 
of what they may suffer on that day. 

Thus ends the first part of the siirah which has given us a detailed 
account of people's fates on the day when the inevitable takes place. 
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Stating the Case 


The second part of the siirah aims to establish the Islamic faith in 
full, but the issue of resurrection and future life receives the main 
focus. This provides an example of the Qur’anic method of addressing 
human nature, utilizing indicators that encourage faith. It makes a 
gentle address to people’s hearts as it presents great issues in an easy to 
understand way. 

The Quran presents phenomena that are very familiar to us and 
often repeated in our lives as great facts setting clear universal laws. It, 
thus, moulds this into a profound and comprehensive faith giving a 
complete concept of existence. It also uses such phenomena as a method 
for reflection, alerting minds and souls and awakening feelings. Thus 
people are able to clearly understand universal phenomena that they 
may often be oblivious to, despite the fact that they are always before 
their eyes. They can also be better aware of wonders that take place 
within their own selves. 

The Qur'an does not rely on a few individual miracles in its address 
to mankind. It does not require people to look for miracles and signs 
that are far removed from them, their lives and immediate natural 
phenomena. It does not lead them through sophisticated philosophical 
theories, or complex mental tasks, or through scientific experiments 
that no one can undertake in order to present them with the faith it 
advocates. 

They themselves are of God’s own making, and the natural phenomena 
in their immediate world are all His creation. There is a miracle in 
everything He makes. This Qur’an is His own book. The One who 
takes them by the hand to such miracles within themselves and in the 
world around them is simply highlighting to them what is familiar and 
happening before their own eyes, yet they do not appreciate this because 
of long familiarity with them. He opens their eyes to these so that they 
can appreciate their great secret, the secret of His creative power and 
His absolute oneness. It is the secret of the eternal law that works within 
their own constitution and throughout the universe around them. It is 
the law that embodies the proofs of divine faith, alerting their nature 
to these proofs. 
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This is the line the sirah follows in its second part. It shows them signs 
of God's limitless power in their own creation, in the plants they cultivate 
with their own hands, in the water they drink and the fire they light. 
These are among the simplest things they see all the time. It describes 
the approaching end of their lives on earth and the beginning of the 
next life in the world beyond. This is the inevitable moment everyone 
will have to face. At this moment, all are powerless. All creatures stand 
face to face before God's limitless power, as He executes His will. At this 
moment, all excuses are false. Only the truth prevails. 

The method of the Qur'an in addressing human nature is itself proof 
of its own source. It is the same source that gave rise to the universe. 
The same method of structure applies to the Qur'an as it does to the 
universe, whereby elementary materials are used to produce gigantic 
and complex entities. Scientists think that the atom is the material 
from which the universe is built, and the cell is the unit used to build 
life. Yet infinitely small as they are, the atom and the cell are miracles 
in their own right. Here, the Qur'an uses some simple scenes that have 
long been familiar to man to build the most profound religious faith 
and the broadest concept of existence. These scenes or observations are 
part of every human being’s experience: newborns, plants, water, fire and 
death. Which human being, indeed which cave dweller has not witnessed 
the birth of a child, a new plant shoot, water falling, fire being lit, or 
a moment of death? The Qur'an uses such scenes to present its faith, 
because it addresses every human being in every social environment. 
Yet these very simple scenes, as well as the reference to the positions of 
stars, are among the most important universal truths and divine secrets. 
In their profound simplicity, they address the nature of every human 
being; and in their essence they have been, and will always remain, the 
subject of study by the greatest scientists. 

The positions of stars refer to the way the universe is designed. The 
origin of human life is the secret of all secrets, and the origin of plants 
is, like the origin of animal life, the mother of all miracles. Water is the 
essence of life, and fire is the miracle behind human civilization. This 
method of building the case for faith is not one man uses. When human 
beings address such issues, they do not pay attention to such elementary 
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materials. Should they even do so, they still do not present them in such 
agentle and easy way. On the contrary, they employ an abstract, complex 
logic, that may only be grasped by the intellectual elite. ' 

God's method is the one we see in this sirah: using basic materials 
to build faith in total ease and simplicity. He does the same with the 
universe, building it with basic materials. The same method appears in 
both, and the Creator's stamp is clearly evident in both. 


The Beginning and End 


It is We who have created you: will you not believe? Consider the semen 
you discharge: do you create it, or are We the Creator? We have decreed that 
death shall be among you. Nothing can prevent Us from replacing you by 
others like yourselves or bringing you into being anew in a way unknown 
to you. You have learned how you have come into being in the first instance. 
Why, then, do you not reflect? (Verses 57-62) 

This whole issue of faith is the same as the first instance of creation 
and the end, the giving of life and inevitable death. It is familiar, seen 
at all times. How come, then, that people do not believe that it is God 
who creates them? The weight of this truth on human nature is too 
heavy for anyone to challenge: “Jt is We who have created you: will you 
not believe?” (Verse 57) 

“Consider the semen you discharge: do you create it, or are We the Creator?” 
(Verses 58-59) Man's role in the process of creation is no more than the 
man depositing his seed in the woman's body. Their respective roles are 
finished at that. From then on, the hand of God takes over. It works 
on its own, giving the embryo growth and development, building its 
skeleton and dressing it up, then breathing spirit into it. Right from the 
first moment, and at every subsequent moment, a miracle occurs that 
remains totally unknown to man. Indeed, man does not know how it 
occurs, let alone plays a role in it. 

This measure of reflection on creation is understood by all people. 
It is enough to appreciate the miracle that takes place and reflect on 
its message. In fact, the story of this single cell, from the moment it 
is deposited until it becomes a full-fledged human being, surpasses all 
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imagination. The human mind would never have believed it, except for 
the fact that it occurs with all people as witnesses. 

This single cell begins to multiply, and within a short period of 
time the number of cells reaches many millions, divided into groups 
with different characteristics. Each group is assigned its own task, to 
produce a particular aspect of the human being: one group produces 
bones, another muscles, a third nerves, and a different one produces 
the skin, while others produce nerves, etc. Another group of cells make 
an eye, another a tongue and a third an ear. A more specialized group 
will produce glands. Each group knows its position of work. The cells 
which make an eye will never miss its position so as to produce the eye, 
say, in the abdomen or the foot. Had these cells been transplanted so as 
to be based in the abdomen, they would make an eye there. However, 
each cell is guided to its proper place, and we never find a case where 
the eye's cells produce an eye in the abdomen, or the ear’s cells produce 
an ear in the foot. All function properly to produce a human being, 
who is given the best shape and form, under God's care. Humans have 
no role in all this. 

Such is the beginning; but the end is in no way less miraculous or 
amazing, even though it is so familiar a sight: “We have decreed that death 
shall be among you. Nothing can prevent Us.” (Verse 60) What is death, 
the inevitable end of every living thing? What is it? How does it occur? 
How come it overpowers all? It is nothing less than God's decree. Hence, 
no one can escape it. No one can spring ahead of it so as to miss it. It is 
a stage in the chain of existence that must be completed: “Nothing can 
prevent Us from replacing you by others like yourselves,” to be in charge of 
the earth after you have gone. God who has decreed death has also decreed 
life. He has decreed that people shall die, and that He will replace them 
with others like them, until the time span decreed for this stage of life 
comes to its end. Once it is over, then the second life begins: “or bringing 
you into being anew in a way unknown to you.” (Verse 61) This is in the 
realm that lies beyond the reach of our perception. It is a great realm 
about which humans know nothing other than what God is pleased to 
tell them. At that point, the journey comes to its end. 

Such is how people are brought into being a second time: “You have 
learned how you have come into being in the first instance. Why, then, do 
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you not reflect?” (Verse 62) The two are not dissimilar in nature. There 
is nothing strange about it. 

In such a simple approach, and with such ease the Qur’an portrays 
the two great events of bringing humans into being. With such ease 
and simplicity, it makes human nature face the logic it knows well. It 
cannot dispute this logic because it is based on its own basic facts and 
on what people see in their own lives. It is an approach that is free of 
complication, abstraction and sophistication. It is the approach of God, 
the Creator of man and the universe who bestowed the Qur'an from 


on high. 


Plant, Water and Fire 


Once more the Qur'an, in perfect ease and simplicity, puts before 
people something which is well known to them and which they 
repeatedly see. It shows how God's hand works to bring it about, showing 
them the miracle they overlook when it is always happening in front 
of their very own eyes: 


Consider the seeds you sow in the ground: is it you who makes them 
grow, or We? Were it Our will, We could turn it into chaff and leave 
you to wail, ‘We are burdened with debt; we have been deprived. 
(Verses 63-67) 


What role do humans play in plant growth that culminates in fruition? 
They certainly till the earth and plant the seeds made by God, but that 
is about it. Their role is then finished, leaving the matter entirely to 
God's hand. It is He who completes this miraculous work. 

The seed or the grain begins its journey to reproduce its kind, moving 
on like one who knows the way, stage after stage, one who will never 
commit the like of a human error, who will never change course or 
deviate from the path. It is the hand of God that guides it throughout 
this remarkable journey. No one could have ever believed this miracle, 
and no mind could have imagined it; yet it happens all the time and 
everyone of us sees it in one form or another. How else could anyone 
have believed that a wheat grain incorporates a stalk and leaves, as well 
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as an ear holding together a large number of grains? Who could have 
imagined that a date stone can produce such a large palm tree, with all 
that it contains? 

What mind could have gone so far as to imagine this amazing wonder, 
had it not been for the fact that it happens before our very eyes? Can 
any person claim any role in producing this miracle other than planting 
the seeds and grains which are of God’s own making? 

Yet people say: “We have planted” when they have not gone beyond 
laying the seeds. As for the miracle that shoots out and grows, it is all of 
God’s making. Had He willed, it would not have started its journey, or 
would not have completed it. Had He willed, He would have turned it 
into chaff even before it yielded its crop. It is by God’s will that the seed 
and grain progress along the way to the end of their respective journeys. 
Had any of this not taken place, people would say: “We are burdened 
with debt; we have been deprived.” (Verses 66-67) It is God who, in 
His grace, grants them the fruits of their plants, allowing the plant to 
complete its cycle of life, which is similar to that which a human seed 
goes through from the moment it is discharged. Both are pictures of 
life as God makes it. 

Such is the first time life comes into being. Why should a second 
time be thought strange? 


Consider the water you drink: is it you who brings it down from the 
clouds, or We? Were it Our will, We could make it salty and bitter. 
Why, then, do you not give thanks? (Verses 68-70) 


Water is the source of life, its most essential component. God has so 
willed that without water no life is possible. What role does man play 
with water? Is it anything beyond the fact that he drinks it? The One 
who made water out of the elements that produce it, and who caused 
it to fall from the clouds bearing it, is none other than God — limitless 
is He in His glory. It is He who has made water sweet. Had He willed 
otherwise, He could have made it ‘salty and bitter’, undrinkable, and 
unable to produce life. Is it not right then that they should express their 
gratitude to God for having willed it so? 
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Those who were the first to be addressed by the Qur'an realized that 
the very water that falls from the clouds was essential for their lives. 
They were always delighted to see it falling. Indeed, talking about it gave 
them pleasure; they even sang its praises in their poetry. Human progress 
and civilization has in no way reduced the importance of water; on the 
contrary, it has almost doubled. Scientists who try to understand how 
water first came about realize its importance to a higher degree. Thus 
we see that water is the focus of attention for a bedouin in the desert as 
well as for a scientist in his laboratory. 


Consider the fire you kindle: is it you who grows its tree, or We? 
We made it a reminder for man, and a comfort for desert travellers 
(Verses 71-73) 


The discovery of fire was a greatly important event in mankind's life. 
It was perhaps its most important event as it signalled the beginning 
of civilization. Fire, however, has become so familiar that it stirs no 
interest. Man certainly kindles fire, but who grows the tree that becomes 
its fuel? The sirah has already mentioned plants, and trees are a type 
of plant. Yet another point is mentioned by the reference to ‘its tree’ 
The Arabs used to ignite fire by rubbing a branch of one tree against 
another from a different tree, in the way still used in some primitive 
social environments. This, thus makes this description a close parallel 
of their own experience. As for the miracle of fire and its secret which 
scientists study, these are areas that deserve more attention. The mention 
of fire here is also used as a reminder of the fire of hell: “We made it a 
reminder for man,” reminding man of the life to come. God has also 
made fire “a comfort for desert travellers.” (Verse 73) This last point was 
particularly relevant to the Arabs addressed by the Qur'an, as it referred 
to their own life experience. 

The siirah now points to the ultimate truth that all these facts lead 
to: God’s Lordship of the universe and His ultimate power that now 
manifests itself, in all its glory, to human nature. It instructs the Prophet 
to recognize this truth, give it its due, and bring it to the forefront so 
that it exercises its profound influence on people's hearts: “Extol, then, 
the glory of the name of your Lord, the Supreme.” (Verse 74) 
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A Great Oath 


Now the siirah directs its address to those who denied the truth of 
the Qur'an in another way, providing a relationship between it and the 
universe in a great oath by God, the Lord of all the worlds: 


I do swear by the positions of the stars — a mighty oath, ifyou but knew 

it! — that this is indeed a most honourable Qur'an, in a well-guarded 
record that only the purified can touch: a revelation from the Lord of 
all the worlds. (Verses 75-80) 


Those addressed by the Qur'an at the time of its revelation knew no 
more about the positions of the stars than what they could see with 
the naked eye. Therefore, the siirah tells them that the oath already 
made was a mighty one, even though they did not know it at the time. 
Today, we appreciate the greatness of this oath far more than they did, 
but we too know only very little about the greatness of the positions of 
the stars. The little we have discovered with our seemingly advanced 
observatories and allegedly powerful telescopes tells us that one of the 
countless clusters in open space, the one that constitutes the galaxy that 
contains our solar system, includes one billion stars." 


Astronomers say that some of these stars and planets, which number 
many billions, can be seen with the naked eye, while others can only 
be seen with powerful telescopes. Others still can only be sensed 
by such very powerful telescopes. All these run in their respective 
orbits in space. The possibility of a magnetic field of one of these 
stars coming close to another, or of a planet crashing into another, 
is as remote as that of a boat in the Mediterranean crashing into 
one travelling in the Indian Ocean, when both are travelling in the 
same direction at the same speed. The chances of such a crash ever 
taking place are so remote that it is certainly impossible.” 


1. Inits shorter version, Encyclopaedia Britannica mentions that “The Milky Way system 
contains hundreds of billions of stars and large amounts of interstellar gas and dust.” It is well 
known that the earth’ solar system is part of the Milky Way galaxy. The author's mention that 
it includes one billion stars was perhaps the estimate at the time he wrote. ~ Editor's note. 

2. Nawfal, A.R., Allah wal-‘Ilm al-Hadith, Cairo, (n.d.), p. 33. 
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Every star in its position, which is so distant from its sister stars, is 
placed there in accordance with God’s wisdom and careful measure. Each 
interacts with other stars and planets to produce a measured equilibrium 
between all these entities floating in space. All this is part of the greatness 
of the positions of the stars. It goes far beyond the knowledge of those 
who were the first to be addressed by the Qur'an. At the same time, it 
is immeasurably less than the total truth of the greatness of stars and 
their positions. 

“I do swear by the positions of the stars — a mighty oath, if you but 
knew it!” (Verses 75-76) These verses make an oath which is correctly 
rendered in the translation here. However, the sérah employs a special 
mode of expression, often used in the Qur'an which would say, if literally 
translated, “I do not swear by...” This stylistic feature mentions an oath, 
then appears to turn away from it. It is as if God is saying: “I do not 
need to make this oath by...” Yet this does not convey exactly the same 
meaning. The Arabic original is far more powerful in its deliverance 
of what is intended. Hence, the emphasis on the oath in the way it is 
rendered in English. The point is that this great truth does not need an 
oath to establish it, as it is already clear and well confirmed: “This is indeed 
a most honourable Qur'an, in a well-guarded record that only the purified 
can touch: a revelation from the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verses 77-80) 

The Qur’an is indeed a most honourable discourse. It is unlike 
anything the unbelievers allege about it, claiming that it is the work of a 
monk or a madman or that it is fabricated, or a host of ancient legends, 
or that it is delivered by devils, or whatever. It is most honourable by its 
source, by itself and by the message and teachings it imparts. 

Further description of the Qur'an is added in the next two verses, the 
second of which provides an explanation of the first: “Jn a well-guarded 
record that only the purified can touch.” (Verses 78-79) The unbelievers 
alleged that the Qur’an was given to the Prophet by devils. This verse 
refutes this. No devil can touch this record, which is well-guarded, kept 
safe under God’s care. It is purified by angels that bring it down to the 
Prophet. This is the better explanation of the verse that says that only 
the purified can touch the Qur'an. The negation here is a statement, 
not a command. In this life on earth anyone can handle the Qur'an: 
someone who is purified or someone who is contaminated, a believer or 


333 


In the Shade of the Qur'an 


an unbeliever, To take the negation as applying to the book containing 
the Qur'an would be erroneous. It can only be true when we take it as 
refuting the unbelievers’ allegations, The divine record containing the 
Qur'an in heaven is untouchable by anyone other than purified angels. 
This is further confirmed by the statement that follows, confirming that 
the Qur'an is “a revelation from the Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 80) 

Two hadith reports state a different meaning, implying that only a 
person who has purified himself by ablution can touch the Qur'an. 
Ibn Kathir, however, makes clear that neither of these reports has been 
authentically transmitted. 


At the Moment of Death 


The final passage in the sarah speaks of the moment of death, which 
sends a shudder of fear into everyone. This is the moment when all 
argument stops, when a person stands at the end of one road and the 
beginning of another. It is a point of no return: 


Would you look on this discourse with disdain? Do you make it your 
livelihood that you persistently deny it? When the soul [of a dying 
person] comes up to the throat while you are helplessly looking on We 
are closer to him than you, although you do not see Us. Why, if you 
think you are not to be judged, can you not restore that [ebbing life], 
if what you claim is true? (Verses 81-87) 


Are you in doubt about what you are told concerning a second life, 
denying the truth of the Qur’an and what it tells you about the Day of 
Judgement, or the principles of faith it lays down for you? “Do you make 
ityour livelihood that you persistently deny it?” (Verse 82) Your denial is all 
that you earn and save in this life for your second life. How miserable a 
livelihood! What will you do when your soul is in your throat, standing 
on a road that leads you to the unknown? 

The sarah paints this situation in an inspiring way, drawing all its 
aspects in quick touches: “When the soul [of a dying person] comes up to 
the throat while you are helplessly looking on We are closer to him than you, 
although you do not see Us.” (Verses 83-85) We almost hear a rattling 
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sound in the throat, see the features decline and sense the distress: 
“When the soul [of a dying person] comes up to the throat.” We almost see 
the despair on the faces of those attending the dying person: “while you 
are helplessly looking on.” 

At this point, when the soul is no longer concerned with anything in 
this world; when it has put the whole earthly world behind it; when it is 
about to see a world totally unknown and for which it has no provisions 
other than its deeds in this life; when it sees a new world and cannot 
say anything about it; when it has separated from all around it who 
only see a dying body but who stand helpless, then human power and 
knowledge are at their end. At this point, people realize that they are 
absolutely helpless: they see nothing, know nothing and can do nothing. 
All power and knowledge belong to God alone, with no one able to cast 
any doubt about this truth: “We are closer to him than you, although you 
do not see Us.” (Verse 85) 

At this point God’s majesty is clearly felt, and people experience a 
sense of awe resulting from His presence. He is no doubt present at all 
times, but the Qur’anic statement reawakens the feeling of this truth 
which people often overlook. Hence, the scene of death is overshadowed 
by feelings of God’s majesty and awe, in addition to people’s own 
helplessness. 

The siirah now puts forward a challenge that ends all argument: “Why, 
ifyou think you are not to be judged, can you not restore that [ebbing life), 
if what you claim is true?” (Verses 86-87) If it is true that there will be 
no reckoning of deeds and no requital for them and you are free, with 
no accounting to make, then try, if you can, to restore this soul that has 
come up to the throat and put it back in place. Try, if you can, to prevent 
its march towards that reckoning while you helplessly look on. 

Thus all excuses, arguments and disputes end. This truth is felt to 
be so weighty that no man can stand up to it, except through stubborn 
and baseless denial. 


The Final Destination 


The siirah now explains the fate of the soul that has turned its back 
on this world to begin its new and permanent life: 
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If that dying person is one of those who are drawn close to God, he 
will have repose, fulfilment and a garden of bliss. If he is one of those 
on the right, a greeting of peace will welcome you by the ones on the 
right. But if he happens to be one of those who denied the truth and 
went astray, he will be welcomed with scalding water, and the heat of 
a blazing fire. (Verses 88-94) 


In the early part of the sirah we saw images of the blessings granted 
to those who are close to God. The soul of such a person will now see 
what awaits it: ‘repose, fulfilment and a garden of bliss.’ The very sound 
of these words overflows with comfort, ease and happiness. 

“Ifhe is one of those on the right.” This person is now directly addressed 
with a greeting sent to him by his brethren who are on the right. It is 
a gentle and delightful greeting, giving him reassurance. He begins to 
look forward to his forthcoming life with the people on the right. 

“But if he happens to be one of those who denied the truth and went 
astray, he will be welcomed with scalding water, and the heat of a blazing 
fire.” (Verses 92-94) How miserable a welcome! How terrible is the 
suffering of scalding water and blazing fire! It all appears before such a 
person and he knows that he will have to experience it. 

Now that this climax has been reached, the conclusion is profound 
and serious in its tone: “This is surely the indubitable truth. Extol, then, 
the glory of the name of your Lord, the Supreme.” (Verses 95-96) The great 
weight assigned to this absolute truth in God’s scales thus combines 
with the inevitable event mentioned at the beginning of the si#rah. The 
final feeling reflects the effect of this firm belief with glorification of 
God, the Supreme. 
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